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Cotton cultivation 
in Laos
Cotton cultivation has long 
been established in Laos, 
where it is based 
on largely self-sufficient 
cottage industries. 
It is practiced in small 
units nationwide 
and is well integrated 
in farming systems 
that have rice 
as the major crop.
The current 
situation
C o t t o n  is m o s t  c o m m o n ly  fo u n d  as an in te rc rop , w ith  se v e ra l  h u n d r e d  s q u a re  
metres o f  cu lt iva t ion  being suff ic ient 
to  satisfy the w ea v in g  needs o f  one 
h o u s e h o ld .  Loca l c o t to n  v a r ie t ie s  
y ie ld  2 0 0 -8 0 0  kg o f  seedco tton /ha  
a n d  h a v e  g in n in g  o u t t u r n s  o f  
b e tw e e n  2 0  a n d  3 3 % .  T h e  s h o r t  
coarse fibres provide a rough-textured 
cloth  for everyday use.
For the typical household, 60 to 80 kg 
o f seedcotton suffices. The surplus is 
exchanged in the vi llage or made up 
into coarse cloth  or nonwoven th ick  
blankets, w h ich  are sold at the local 
market — one cover requires 4 kg of 
f ib re  and sells at tw ic e  the p r ice  o f 
th e  ra w  m a te r ia l .  In n o r th e a s te rn  
Laos, such covers can be exchanged 
for m oun ta in -b red  pigs or chickens. 
T ra d it io n a l ly ,  g in n in g  is pe rfo rm ed 
m anua lly  w ith  a small, wooden , ro l­
le r - type  g in  re se m b l in g  the  Ind ian  
charka. O ne  to 2 kg o f fibre for spun 
cotton is the result o f  one long day of 
g inn ing  (3 -6  kg o f  seedcotton).
Prabang province); the w e ll-d ra ined  
foo th il ls  o f  M uang  Fuang and Vang 
Vieng (Vientiane province); the deep 
and w e a k ly  a c id ic  b la ck  c o l lu v ia l  
soils o f Paklay (Sayaboury province); 
th e  c le a r in g s  o f  th e  p la in s  o f  
V ie n t ia n e  and S avannakhe t w h e re  
the  soils are sandy and a c id ic  (hay  
soils); and the rich and deep em bank­
ment a l lu v ium  found in several p ro ­
v in c e s  ( V ie n t ia n e ,  S a v a n n a k h e t ,  
Champasak, etc.).
Farmers have adap ted  the fa rm in g  
cycle  to rainfall condit ions. The rainy 
season (grosso m odo)  occu rs  f rom  
M a y  to  O c t o b e r  (a n n u a l  r a in fa l l ,  
1 000-1 600 mm) (Figure 2). W here  rain 
is to o  a b u ndan t d u r in g  th is per iod , 
p la n t in g  is d e la y e d .  In the  so u th , 
farmers sow  co tton  as an off-season 
f l o o d - p l a in  c ro p .  F u r th e r  n o r th
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A  nationwide 
activity
Despite the great d iversity o f  ecosys­
tems, sm a l lh o ld e rs  have been suc ­
cessful in locating the condit ions best 
a d a p te d  to  c o t t o n  (F ig u re  1): the  
steep slopes w ith  sha llow  soils found 
in th e  re g io n  o f  Pak O u  (L u a n g







In gardens not far from  farm house­
holds, small-scale co tton  cu lt iva t ion  





















Major town of the district









a s s o c ia t io n s .  H o w e v e r ,  t ru e  c ro p  
r o t a t i o n  is p o s s ib le  o n  th e  m a in  
pla ins (Figure 2). In year 1 fo l lo w in g  
"slash and burn", upland rice is cu l t i ­
vated, poss ib ly  w i th  a co tton  in te r ­
crop. In year 2, up land rice is co n t i ­
nued— w ith  or w ith o u t  co tton— if the 
farmer judges soil fe r t i l i ty  and weed 
infestation to be favourab le . In year 
3 (o r  p e rh a p s  2), g r o u n d n u t ,  and  
possibly cotton, are sown, sometimes 
fo l lo w e d  by a c rop  o f  w a te rm e lo n .  
Finally, the land is left fa l lo w  for four 
years m ax im um  to com ple te  the rota­
t ion. The decision to app ly  this crop 
sequence  is based on soil fe r t i l i t y ,  
labour ava ilab il ity , and p roduct mar­
keting condit ions.
Figure 1. Ginning and spinning units and 
research and development sites in the 
principal cotton-growing regions of Laos.
—  in M u a n g  F u a n g , V a n g  V ie n g ,  
and Kasi (Vientiane province)— cu lt i ­
va t ion  o f up land  rice precedes " fog  
c o t to n " ,  w h ic h  is sow n in the dry , 
coo l season (September-February).
O n  sha llow  soil slopes, such as in the 
v a l le y  o f  the  N am  O u ,  up land  rice 
sown after "slash and bu rn "  is fo l lo ­
w e d  in ye a r  2 by  a p u re  s tand  o f  
c o t to n ;  the  land is then le ft fa l lo w  
for several years.
In the regions o f  M uang  Fuang and 
Vang Vieng, upland rice is fo l low ed  
by a "fog co tton" catch crop.
These assoc ia t ions be tw een  co tton  
and groundnu t or upland rice fi t pre­
cise farm ing objectives for w h ich  the 
major l im it ing  factor is the labor p ro ­
duc tiv ity  o f the fam ily  unit. The crops 
are established before the arr ival o f 
the heavy rains, w h ic h  m ob il ise  the 
entire labour force in the paddyfie lds 
(Figure 2). Early sowing lim its risks of 
erosion on the sandy plain, where the 
soils are prone to leaching.
Cultivation 
practices
C om m on practice is to sow cotton by 
broadcast in M ay  and June; the inter­
c rop— upland rice o r g roundnu t— is 
s o w n  u s in g  a d i b b l i n g  s t ic k .  
T yp ica l ly ,  the co tton  stands are not 
dense (a b o u t 10 0 0  p lan ts /ha ) ,  b u t 
30 000 hills are possible on the fertile, 
w e l l-d ra ined  h il locks and termitaria. 
T h e  seed r e q u i r e m e n t  s c a rc e ly  
e x c e e d s  6 k g /h a .  H i l l s  a re  ra re ly  
t h in n e d  o u t ,  b u t  w e e d in g  a lw a y s  
c o in c id e s  w i t h  th e  w e e d in g  o f  
o ther crops.
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schedule
Figure 2. Alternative farming calendars for rice and cotton in Laos.
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In the m ain  p la ins o f V ien t iane  and 
Savannakhet, and espec ia l ly  w here  
lo w la n d  r ice is the m a jo r  c rop , the 
most common association is groundnut 
-co t to n .  G roundnu t is ready for har­
vest in A u g u s t— the crop residues are 
left on the so il.  The co tton  harvest 
extends from  N ovem ber to January. 
As the  r ice  harvest is pe r fo rm ed  in 
October, this t im ing  is advantageous. 
If se lected ea r ly  var ie t ies  o f  co tton  
w e re  d is t r ib u te d ,  the  la b o u r  fo rce  
w ou ld  face an overcharged schedule: 
the f irs t w e e d in g  w o u ld  clash w ith  
the p rio r i ty  task o f  rice transplanting, 
and the co tton  harvest w ith  the rice 
harvest.
Peanut-cotton crop association on rd i
in Ban Hai.
Photo: G. Trébuil
However, in the region o f Paklay, for 
example, where  upland rice cu lt iva ­
t i o n  p r e d o m in a te s ,  th e  fa r m in g  
ca lendar is more f lex ib le . Here, co t ­
ton is sown using a d ib b l in g  stick in 
July, w e l l  after up land  rice p lan t ing  
and it is harvested from N ovem ber to 
January after rice threshing.
W h e re  c o n d i t io n s  are s u i ta b le  fo r  
cu lt iva t ion  o f  " fog  co tton", the local 
variety, Eay M ok, is sown very dense­
ly by broadcast or d ibb l ing  stick once 
the up land rice has been harvested. 
The straw is cut and spread as mulch 
on  th e  se e d l in g s .  T he  so i l  is then  
weeded once or tw ice  before the co t­
ton  harvest, w h ic h  takes p lace bet­
ween D ecem ber and February. Pure 
stands o f cotton are sometimes sown 
by d ibb l ing  stick (3 -5  seeds per plan­
t ing hole, 12 kg/ha o f  hand-selected 
seeds). A  fa ir ly  extensive area is given 
over to  cotton cu lt iva t ion  in the nor­
th e rn  p ro v in c e  o f  Luang  Prabang. 
H e re ,  d e n s e  s o w in g  (a b o u t  
33 0 0 0  h i l ls /h a )  by  d ib b l in g  s t ick  
begins in m id -A p r i l .  The c rop  areas 
a re  w e e d e d  th r e e  t im e s  and  the  
harvest, w h ic h  begins in September, 
takes p lace  w i th  at least th ree  p ic ­
kings 4.5 to 6 months after sowing.
In all cases, the cotton is harvested in 
the m orn ing  w hen  the dew  has eva­
porated, but before the leaves beco­
me too  dry  and f laky— this prevents 
soil ing o f  the seedcotton. After being 
d r ied  fo r  several days on mats, the 
cotton is then ginned by hand.
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Second year "fog cotton" in Muang Fuang.
Photo: G . Trébuil
It is n o t  c o m m o n  p r a c t ic e  to  use 
o rg a n ic  fe r t i l ise rs  o r to  a p p ly  pest 
contro l. Local varieties are w e ll  p ro ­
te c te d  a g a ins t jass ids , because  o f  
th e i r  ha ir iness , w h i le  c o t to n  bo  11 - 
w orm s are not yet a m ajor prob lem. 
" I n t e n s iv e "  c o t t o n  c u l t i v a t i o n  is 
be ing re in troduced in the northwest 
(Sayaboury province), 20 years after 
the  f i r s t  a t te m p t  at d e v e lo p m e n t ,  
w h ich  was backed by the Com pagnie  
française pour le déve loppem ent des 
f ib res  te x t i le s .  Th is  is the  resu lt o f  
deals c l inched w ith  Thai traders w h o  
p u rc h a s e  the  h a rve s t  and  se ll the  
inputs, but also " re c o m m e n d "  n o n ­
adapted cropp ing techniques.
The varieties 
cultivated
Besides the  s o -c a l le d  " im p r o v e d "  
cu lt iva rs— the progeny o f  Reba B50 
o r Thai varieties o f the Sri Samrong 
type— five m a jo r types o f  trad it iona l 
c o t to n  are c u l t iv a te d  in Laos. The 
lo c a l  v a r ie t ie s  p r o v id e  f i b r e  o f  
mediocre quality, but they are hardy 
and tolerant to insects.
Fay N iay (Gossypium hirsutum) is an 
annual type g row n  in the ra iny sea­
son. It is h igh ly  vegetat ive— at least 
eight branches appear before the first 
f r u i t -b e a r in g  b ra n c h .  It has b road , 
hairy leaves and small bolls, and pro­
vides short fibres [length, 2 .5%  span 
length (SL) = 23 mm ]. The m axim um  
g in n in g  o u t tu rn  is 3 3 % . The mean 
field p roduction  is 600 kg/ha o f seed- 
c o t to n ;  p ro d u c t io n  neve r exceeds
1 500 kg/ha. However, this variety is 
d if f icu lt  to gin, because o f its "s ticky" 
fibre. It is often cult ivated in a m ix tu ­
re w ith  Fay N oy (G. arboreum), ano­
ther very com m on variety, especially 
in the north.
The Fay N oy  var ie ty  is h igh ly  b ran­
ched, and grows 2 m ta ll.  The fru it -  
bearing branches are short, and the 
leaves sm a ll  and  e x t re m e ly  ha iry .  
The small bolls that form hang rather 
than remain upright. The g inn ing  ou t­
turn is 28% , and the f ib re  is 21 mm 
long (2 .5% SL). This varie ty  is repu­
ted ly easy to gin by hand.
Fay M o u y  (G. arboreum )  resembles 
Fay N o y  m o r p h o lo g ic a l ly .  It is an 
annual, p roduc ing  very short (2.5% 
SL: 18 mm) sable o r khaki co loured 
f ib res. Small am oun ts  o f  Fay M o u y  
are present in tradit ional mixes o f Fay 
N iay and Fay Noy.
Fay Mok, or "fog cotton", (G. arboreum) 
resembles Fay N oy . H o w e ve r ,  it is 
an early  varie ty , and adapts w e l l  to 
off-season c u l t iv a t io n ,  at the forest 
edge w here  a high relative hum id ity  
is mainta ined. Fruiting and vegetative 
grow th are lim ited.
F in a l ly ,  Fay D ja n  (G . b a rb a d e n s e  
race vit i fo lium)  is a shrub-like cotton 
that is lopped annually . It is cu lt iva ­
ted in garden  hedges, and f lo w e rs  
late. Its leaves are broad and hairless. 
Fay D jan  is a " k id n e y "  co tton  w ith  
linked seeds. Its fibres vary in length 
(2.5% SL) from 23 to 27 mm, and the 
g in n in g  o u t tu rn ,  f ro m  20 to  2 9 % . 
Manual g inn ing o f this variety is very 
straightforward.
Research into mass breeding o f these 
local varieties has provided no useful 
results. Nevertheless, the ir hardiness 
and to lerance to insects suggest that 
deeper investigation o f  the interspe­
c i f i c  h y b r id is a t io n  G. h e rb a c e u m  
X G. a r b o r e u m  m a y  be m e r i t e d .  
I m p r o v e d  I n d i a n  c u l t i v a r s  o f  
G. arboreum , in troduced  to  Laos in 
1992, are currently  under trial.
The introduction o f selected varieties 
is l ia b le  to  be c o m p r o m is e d  as a 
re s u l t  o f  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in a cce ss in g  
insecticides, w h ich  have to be im por­
ted and fo r  w h ic h  farm ers have no 
access to credit. Nevertheless, inevi­
tab le  changes in the Laotian co tton  
sector necessitates inves t iga t ion  o f  
cu lt ivars having fibres that are tech ­
no log ica lly  superior to those o f local 
co tton . O f  all varie ties  tested, o n ly
S 295 and SR1 F4 (cultivated in Chad) 
and G 319 -16  (Côte d 'Ivo ire )  adapt 
w e l l  to  Laotian ecosystems. But the 
In d ia n  c o t to n  v a r ie ty  G. h ir s u tu m  
(know n  as Kham Khao 1 in Laos)—  
w h i c h  is e x t r e m e ly  h a i r y  and  
behaves very w e ll  in the f ie ld— offers 
the  best results (abou t 2 500  kg/ha 
o f  se e d co t to n  w i t h  in te n s iv e  c ro p  
protection).






The bilateral Laos-French cooperation 
project concerning development-orien­
ted research on fibre crops was laun­
ched in 1985 w ith  broad objectives. 
Diverse fibre and oilseed crops were 
investigated at the request of the Laos 
government, which wished the country 
to produce the raw materials for projec­
ted processing units— spinning mills, oil 
w orks, and gunny bag p la n t— in 
Vientiane. However, limited resources 
prevented in-depth sectoral studies.
In 1987, fo l low ing  installation of the 
first semi-industrial spinning mill  in 
Laos on the Vientiane premises of the 
Laotian Women's Pilot Textile Project 
(Union des femmes laotiennes), the pro­
ject's mandate was narrowed to cotton 
research.
A knowledgeable and efficient team of 
Laotians manage the project's research 
cell, w ith  the support of the French 
comité de coopération avec le Laos 
(CCL) and scientists belonging to the 
Annual Crops Department of the Centre 
de coop é ra t io n  in te rn a t io n a le  en 
recherche a g ronom ique  pou r le 
développem ent (CIRAD) and to the 
Laboratory for Agrarian Studies of the 
Institut français de recherche scienti­
fique pour le développement en coopé­
ra t ion  (ORSTOM). The ce ll has 
provided better descriptions of the tra­
ditional farming systems, and trials in 
different ecosystems have made it pos­
s ib le  to eva lua te  e n to m o lo g ica l  
problems and to define technical itine­
raries for cotton cult ivat ion. Finally, 
smallholders— part icu la r ly  from the 
region of Paklay— participated in a pilot 
development action.
Experim enta l w o rk  was l im i te d  to 
V ie n t ia n e  p rov ince  un t i l  1990. 
However, as a result of collaboration 
with the agricultural college of Nabong, 
research was extended to other pro­
vinces (Luang Prabang, Sayaboury, 
Pakse, Savannakhet, and Champasak) 
from 1991.
At present, the project operates within 
the DORAS programme for regional 
co tton  deve lopm en t in C am bod ia , 
Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam.
Thai traders
B e tw e e n  1 9 6 6  and  1 9 7 0 ,  th e  
C om pagn ie  française de déve loppe ­
m en t des f ib res tex t i les  in t ro d u ce d  
the m id-length fibre variety Reba B50 
(native to Chad) to the Laotian border 
reg ions  o f  T h a i la n d .  A l th o u g h  the 
e x p e r im e n t  was ha lted  because o f  
w a r ,  sm a l lh o ld e rs  w ere  app a re n t ly  
in te re s te d  in  th e  n e w  v a r ie ty ,  as 
p ro d u c t io n  im p ro v e d  f ro m  5 0 0  to
2 0 0 0  to n n e s  o f  s e e d c o t to n  o v e r  
the period 1966-1968 .
Today 's  h igher pe rfo rm ance  co tton  
cu lt iva rs ,  p ro b a b le  descendan ts  o f  
Reba B 5 0 , a re  re m in d e r s  o f  th is  
en d e a vo u r .  O th e r  s m o o th le a f  Thai 
varieties are also cu lt iva ted , bu t for 
these, insecticides are indispensable, 
as t h e i r  a e r ia l  ha ir le ss  v e g e ta t iv e  
systems are suscep t ib le  to  suck ing  
insect pests.
It is c o m m o n  fo r  ce rta in  farmers to 
use these va r ie t ies  in c o m b in a t io n  
w ith  others such as the Thai varie ty  
Sri Samrong 2. Traders from Thailand 
sell seeds, ferti l izers, pesticides, and 
even  g ro w th  re g u la to rs  on  c re d i t .  
They then buy the harvest— as seed­
c o t to n — and set part o f  th is against 
the credit. Project researchers are of 
the o p in io n  that m any o f  the inputs 
are in a p p ro p r ia te  and o f  m e d io c re  
q u a l i ty .  The co r re s p o n d in g  inves t­
ment is equ iva lent to 500 kg o f  seed- 
cotton/ha.
T he  trade rs  d iv id e  the  se e d co t to n  
into tw o  price categories: in 1990, for 
example, 1 kg o f im proved seedcot­
ton collected K300 ($0.50 US), w h e ­
reas local cotton (Fay Niay) collected 
K230 ($0.35 US). In effect, the traders 
w ere  p ay ing  o n ly  s l ig h t ly  m ore  fo r  
the  m id - le n g th  f ib re s  than  fo r  the  
local short fibres.
The re la t ive  success o f  these deals 
ought not obscure the risks involved: 
in th e  lo n g - te rm  th e  fa rm e rs  m a y  
re je c t  th e  t ra d e rs '  te rm s  and  tu rn  
away from cotton cu lt iva t ion  de f in i t i ­
v e ly  in search  o f  a m o re  lu c ra t iv e  
l ive l ihood . Nevertheless, the traders 
do  p ro v id e  the  o n ly  means fo r  fa r ­
mers to obta in  cred it fo r inputs. The 
net result is that the fibre production
Hand ginning in the village (Savannakhet).
Photo: G. Trébuil
o f  Laos serves as a cheap source o f  
cotton for Thailand. A t present, about 
6 0 0 -8 0 0  tonnes/year o f Laotian fibre 
leaves the coun try  in this way.
Market strategy
As m uch  o f  the co tton  p roduced  in 
Laos is in tended fo r househo ld  and 
craft activit ies, it is d if f icu lt  to evalua­
te the areas given over to cotton c u l ­
t i v a t io n ,  ha rves ts , and  o u t le ts .  In 
add it ion, variations between statistics 
from different sources are even more 
pronounced because cotton is largely 
cu lt iva ted  in associa t ion w ith  other 
plants. Current estimates for all types 
o f  farm ing system suggest that cotton 
is cult ivated on 30 000 ha, provid ing 
a m a x im u m  o f  14 0 0 0  to n n e s  o f  
seedcotton and about 4 600  tonnes 
o f cotton lint.
T h e  Laotian W om en 's  P ilo t Texti le  
Project s p in n in g  m i l l  in V ie n t ia n e ,  
w h i c h  w as  la u n c h e d  in 1 9 8 7 ,  is 
f i n a n c e d  by  th e  U n i t e d  N a t io n s
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D e v e lo p m e n t  P ro g ra m m e .  A t  
present, it provides Laos w ith  its on ly  
national spinning un it outside house­
h o ld  w e a v in g ,  a n d  c a n  p ro c e s s  
70 tonnes o f l in t annually . If the n um ­
ber o f  w o rk  teams w ere  increased, 
210  tonnes o f  l in t  cou ld  be proces­
sed. But the  U n io n  is w o rk in g  w e l l  
be low  its capacity.
O n ly  18.6 tonnes o f l in t from diverse 
producer regions were spun in 1991 ; 
4 3 .2  to n n e s  w e r e  s p u n  in 1 9 9 2
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Figure 3. Fibre purchased by Vientiane's spinning mill as a function of fibre length and 
production zone (1 992).
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Figure 4. Price paid for fibre by Vientiane's spinning mill as a function 
of fibre length (1 992).
(F igure 3). The U n io n  offers m uch  
h igher prices fo r f ib re  o f  equ iva len t 
qua li ty  than do the Thai traders; their 
p r ic in g  system is s t r ic t ly  based on 
f ib re  length (Figure 4). H ow eve r,  it 
has n o t  y e t  th e  m e a n s  to  a l l o w  
farmers credit.
Laos has the possib ili ty  o f opening its 
ra th e r  r e s t r ic t iv e  n a t io n a l  m a rk e t  
t o w a r d s  T h a i la n d ,  a n d  p e rh a p s  
Vietnam, on condition that it develops 
production o f the m ed ium  long fibre 
varieties demanded by cotton m anu­
facturers. To illustrate the potential in 
these o u t le ts ,  T h a i la n d  processed  
3 7 7  0 0 0  to n n e s  o f  l in t ,  i n c lu d in g  
almost 90%  imported fibre, in 1991, 
w h i l e  V i e t n a m ,  c o n s u m e s  
70 000 tonnes o f l in t annually.
The cu rren t so c io e co n o m ic  c l im a te  
is fa v o u ra b le  fo r  the  e xp a n s io n  o f  
c o t t o n  c u l t i v a t i o n —  fa rm e rs  are 
receptive, national and international 
m a rk e ts  e x is t ,  a n d  th e  L a o t ia n  
e c o n o m y  has recen t ly  becom e less 
restrictive. It is essential to  create a 
na tiona l o rgan isa tion  to  coo rd ina te  
p ro d u c t io n  inpu t p rocu rem en t, and 






The Laos-French pro jec t has several 
o p e ra t io n a l  sequences c o n c e rn in g  
the  tw o  c o m m e r c ia l  o u t le t s — the  
n a t io n a l  co ttage  indus tr ies ,  w h ic h  
requ ire  short f ibres, and the expo rt 
m a rk e t ,  w h i c h  d e m a n d s  m e d iu m  
long fibres.
T h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  s h o r t  f ib re s  
( 1 8 - 2 2  m m ) fo r  lo c a l  c ra f ts  and 
s p in n in g  in V ie n t ia n e  is b e in g  
i n v e s t i g a t e d  u s in g  l o w - i n p u t  
operational sequences. Tests invo lve
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in tercropping of, essentially, the late 
cottons Fay N iay  and Fay Noy, w ith  
neither inputs nor seasonal credit.
The p ro d u c t iv e  i t in e ra ry  co nce rns  
im proved , longer f ib re  (2 7 -3 0  mm) 
varieties fo r  expo rt  to  ne ighbou r ing  
countr ies. Varieties inc lude  in trodu ­
c e d  G. h i r s u tu m ,  s u c h  as SR1 F4 
(native to A fr ica) and Kham Khao 1 
(n a t iv e  to  In d ia ) ,  w h ic h  are e a r ly  
varieties planted in pure stands requi­
r in g  fe r t i l i z e r  and c ro p  p ro te c t io n  
applications. Farmers must therefore 
h a ve  a c e r ta in  le v e l  o f  t e c h n ic a l  
knowledge.
C a lc u la t io n s  o f  e c o n o m ic  m arg ins  
(Table 1) demonstrate the real p ro f i ­
tab i l i ty  o f cotton cu lt iva t ion, and pro­
v ide  a basis fo r  fa rm ers ' interest in 
the activ ity. The farmers' main m o ti­
va t ion  is to o p t im iz e  fa m i ly  labou r 






The children and cotton harvest 
of Ban Khon-Kham (Louang Prabang).
Photo: G . Trébuil
There is no industrial g inn ing unit in 
Laos to supp ly  V ien t iane 's  sp inn ing  
enterprise. This relies on the purcha­
se o f  se e d co t to n  d i r e c t ly  f ro m  the  
producer villages. The seedcotton is 
g inned using ro lle r-type mechanical 
g ins in v i l la g e  un its , w h ic h  ensure 
that the first conversion o f the cotton 
h a rv e s t  o c c u rs  in th e  p r o d u c t io n  
zone.
M a nua l g in n in g  is a s low  and fasti­
dious task reserved for the farm hou­
s e h o ld ,  w h i c h  re q u i re s  a b o u t  
tw o  weeks to gin the 70 kg o f  seed­
cotton required to satisfy its needs.
There  are in s u f f ic ie n t  g in n in g  and 
pressing units to cope w ith  the cotton 
p r o d u c t io n  o f  Laos. In a d d i t i o n ,
conversion o f the harvest is restricted 
to  the  p ro d u c t io n  z o n e  due  to  the 
in s u f f ic ie n c ie s  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  
channe ls .  T ranspo rt  o f  the pressed 
fibre— a nonperishable, easy to store, 
high-value (up to 2 000 kips/kg) co m ­
m od ity— is straightforward.
The Laos-French p ro jec t in troduced 
ro l le r-type gins o f Thai manufacture 
in 1986. These are small, robust, not 
v e ry  co s t ly ,  and easy to  m a in ta in .  
T h e y  run  on  e le c t r i c i t y  o r  d ie se l  
(5 h o rs e p o w e r ) ,  and  can  process  
2 0 - 2 5  kg o f  f i b r e / h .  A t  p re s e n t ,  
1 7 r o l le r  g ins  are lo c a te d  in n ine  




Each s e e d c o t to n  p ro c e s s in g  u n i t  
creates dry-season em ploym ent for a 
l im i te d  p ro d u c t io n  zone  in c lu d in g  
the host vi llage and some ne ighbou­
r in g  h a m le ts .  F ro m  D e c e m b e r  
to  A p r i l ,  e a c h  u n i t  ca n  p ro ce ss  
1 3 0 -1 4 0  tonnes w ith  a labour force





w o r k in g  6 - 8  h /d a y .  L o w - c o s t  
materia ls ava ilab le  loca l ly  are used 
to  co ns truc t these un its , w h ic h  are 
equipped w ith :
-  tw o  or three, 1 m long ro lle r- type
gins;
-  a l o c a l l y  c o n s t r u c te d  b a le r  fo r  
handling 40 kg o f fibre;
-  a c lean, sheltered, and venti la ted  
area fo r storing the seedcotton, w ith  
separate sections fo r seedcotton o r i ­
g in a t in g  f ro m  seed m u l t ip l i c a t io n ,  
f ib re  bales, and sacks o f cottonseed 
(Table 2).
The processing un it acts as a p rom o­
t iona l interface between the p ro d u ­
cer and the market. Here, the farmer
learns the im portance that manufac­
turers place on l in t qua li ty , and that 
q u a l i ty  is better rem unera ted . They 
learn that farm ing practices can affect 
th e  t e c h n o lo g ic a l  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  
prized on the market:
-  c lean l iness  (c o n d i t io n s  and care 
taken at harvest and during drying);
-  co lo u r  (varietal pu r i ty  and end-of- 
cyc le  pest control);
-  length (cho ice o f varie ty  and seed 
purity).
By g in n in g  se p a ra te ly  s e e d c o t to n  
produced as a result o f seed m u l t ip l i ­
ca t ion  o f  d is t in c t  cu lt ivars , the un it  
can guarantee both cho ice o f variety 
and  th e  q u a l i t y  o f  the  seeds w i t h  
w h ic h  the p roduce rs  are s u p p lie d .
Table 1. Economic results for three technical itineraries applied to cotton cultivation, Laos (1990-1991 ). K700 = $1 .US
Flood-plain Traditional Intensive
cropping Value cropping Value cropping Value
(K'000/ha) K'000/ha) (K'000/ha)
1. Gross income 400 kg/ha 92 800 kg/ha 184 1 500 kg/ha 450
cottonseed
2. Inputs 0 0 seeds (25 kg/ha) 5 seeds (20 kg/ha) 4 
labour + harrowing 45 
fertiliser (16-20-0 + urea) 27 
insecticide (7 treatments) 11 I 
herbicide (2 l/ha) 4
Total inputs 0 5 191
3. Gross margin (1 - 2) 92 179 259
4. Fixed capital used
hoes 1 hoes 1 hoes 1 
Sprays + parts 1
Total fixed capital 1 1 2
5. Net margin
value added (3 - 4) 91 178 257
6. Labour
Family 70 days 90 days 160 days
Salaried 24 days at 800 kips/day 19 40 days at 1 000 kips/day 40
7 Productivity
Value added per day (5/6) 1 2 1.3
8. Social distribution of the value added
Farm taxes
(2% of gross income) 2 4 9
Interest on loans 0 0 (5% per cycle) 7
Salaried work 19 0 40
Total 21 4 56
9. Disposable farm
income per hectare(5 - 8) 70 174 217
Flood-plain cropping: smallholder cotton crops cultivated in a flood-plain system without inputs for the Thai market. Levees of the
Xe Bang Hieng, Savannakhet province.
Traditional cropping: smallholder cultivation of local varieties, without labour, for farm household consumption. Paklay region,
Sayaboury province, and Nam, Luang Prabang province.
Intensive cropping: intensive smallholder cultivation of introduced varieties for the Thai market salaried labour used solely at
harvest time. Valley of the Nam Ngum in Ban Haï, Vientiane province.
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Table 2. Cost of village ginning unit 
depreciated over 10 years.
Investment Cost (K'OOO)
- construction of the unit 2920
- two gins 3650
- one baler 730
- installation of electricity 511
Total investment 7811
Item Annual cost (K'OOO)
depreciation 781
maintenance of the unit 438
Total annual cost 1219
This practice contributes to standar­
d is in g  l in t  q u a l i ty ,  and hence  to 
ob ta in ing  the best purchase prices 
from manufacturers. This is essential 
for Laos, to limit the amount of cotton 
that is g inned across the border in 
Thailand.
The first stage 
of development
A cotton ginning sector well integra­
ted in the country's economy relies 
on the creation of village units. Local 
farmers' organisations whose mem­
bers have a considerable stake in the 
sector could coordinate a number of 
activit ies: co llection of output, unit 
management, negotia t ion  o f deals 
with manufacturers, and production 
and distribution of quality seeds. In 
the medium term, provided that the 
democracy of these organisations is 
assured (i.e. free membership, priori­
ty given to issues of mutual interest, 
and open management), they could 
perce ivab ly  be responsible for the 
supply of inputs, and, even manage 
members' seasonal credits.
In addition, the benefit margins from 
the ginning units could be earmarked 
fo r  lo ca l d e v e lo p m e n t  a c t io n s
—  working capital for seasonal credit 
and b u lk  p u rchase  o f  in p u ts ,  a 
c o o p e ra t iv e  store, a c q u is i t io n  o f 
t ran spo r t ,  e tc . The c o t to n  sector 
could thus become a driving force in 
the socioeconomic development of 
the village.
The small number of units already in 
operation demonstrate that it is pos­
sible to adapt systems to the local 
context— respecting household pro­
d u c t io n  and fa rm e rs ' g roups— to 
enhance  fa rm in g  a c t iv i t ie s  in an 
appropriate way.
N ow  the State must develop socio­
e c o n o m ic  c o n d i t io n s  at reg iona l 
level to motivate the rural communi­
ty to become more productive  and 
better organised.
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Abstract... Resumen... Résumé
G. TREBUIL, J.-C. CASTELLA, B. CHANTHARAT,
S. THIRASACK -  Cotton cultivation in Laos.
Laos has a trad it ion  o f  cotton, and fa rm in g  systems are  
a d a p te d  to  m a n y  ecolog ica l systems. T h e y  inc lu de  in 
particular rice, cotton and peanut.  In o rder to deve lop a 
t rue cotton sector providing a source o f  fore ign currency  
e a r n in g s  f o r  th e  c o u n t ry ,  re s e a rc h  b y  th e  b i l a t e r a l  
Franco-Laot ian  co o p era t io n  pro ject  on f ib re  crops has 
co n c en tra te d  on im p r o v e d  f a r m in g  system s inc luding  
fert ilisers and pesticides, be tte r  cu ltiva tion  techniques, 
a n d  p ro du c t ive  v a r ie t ie s .  A r t isa n a l  g in n in g  a n d  f ib re  
pressing facilities are  being org an ized  in villages and the  
first spinning fac to ry  has been installed in V ientiane . In 
certain fron tier  regions in Thailand , cotton growing with  
i m p r o v e d  v a r ie t ie s  is d e v e lo p in g  as a cash crop fo r  
export.
K e y - w o r d s :  c o t to n ,  p e a n u t ,  r ic e ,  f a r m i n g  sy s te m s ,  
varieties, technology, economy, Laos, Asia.
G. TREBUIL, J.-C. CASTELLA, B. CHANTHARAT,
S. THIRASACK -  El algodón en Laos.
Laos es un pais de tradic ión a lgodonera  con sistemas de 
cultivo adaptados a situaciones ecológicas múltiples, que  
incluyen, en particular, a rroz,  algodón y  cacahuete. Con 
o b j e t o  d e  d e s a r r o l l a r  u n a  v e r d a d e r a  a c t iv id a d  
a l g o d o n e r a ,  f u e n t e  d e  d iv is a s  p a r a  el  p a ís ,  las  
inv es t iga c ion es  del p ro ye c to  de co op erac ió n  b i la te ra l  
f ranco- laos iano de investigación y  desarro llo  re la t ivo  a 
las p lantas  de f ib ra  han  es tudiado sistemas de cultivo  
m ejorados que com prenden abonos y  pesticidas, técnicas 
de cultivo más eficaces y  variedades productivas. En los 
p o b la d o s ,  se o r g a n i z a n  e s t ru c t u ra s  a r t e s a n a l e s  de  
desgrane y  prensado de la f ib ra .  Adem ás, se ha instalado  
la p r im e ro  h i la tu ra  en V ie n t iane .  En a lg una s  reg iones  
f ron te r izas  de Ta ilandia ,  el cultivo a lgodonero  de renta  
se d e s a r ro l la  con v a r ie d a d e s  m e jo ra d o s  con f in e s  de 
exportación.
Palabras clave : algodón, cacahuete, a rroz,  sistemas de 
cultivo, var iedades, tecnología, economía, Laos, Asia.
G. TREBUIL, J.-C. CASTELLA, B. CHANTHARAT,
S. THIRASACK -  Le cotonnier au Laos.
Le Laos est un pays de t r a d i t io n  co ton n iè re ,  d o n t  les 
s y s t è m e s  d e  c u l t u r e  s o n t  a d a p t é s  à  d e  m u l t i p l e s  
situations écologiques. Ils com prennent en particulier le 
riz, le cotonnier, l 'arachide . Afin q u 'un e  vé ritab le  fil ière  
cotonnière, source de devises pour le pays, puisse être  
d é v e lo p p é e ,  les recherches  du p ro je t  de co o p é ra t io n  
b ilatéra le  franco-lao  de recherche -développem ent sur les 
p lan tes  à f ib re  on t  po rté  sur des systèm es de cu lture  
am éliorés, co m prenant  engrais et pesticides, techniques  
de cu ltu re  plus p e r fo r m a n te s  e t  va r ié té s  productives .  
Dans les villages, des structures art isanales d 'é gre nag e  
et de pressage de la f ib re  s'organisent, en plus de l'usine  
de f ila tu re  installée à V ientiane . Dans certaines régions 
p r o c h e s  d e  la  T h a ï l a n d e ,  la  c u l t u r e  c o t o n n i è r e  
d 'e xp orta t ion  se déve loppe avec des variétés am éliorées.  
Mots-clés : cotonnier ,  a ra ch id e ,  r iz, système de culture,  
varié té ,  technologie, économie, Laos, Asie.
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